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Mining New Mexico:
A Photographic Essay
ARTHUR R. GOMEZ

In January 1965, at the request of New Mexico's senior U. S. Senator,
Clinton P. Anderson, chairman of the Senate Committee on Interior and
Insular Affairs, Congress published a report titled: Mineral and Water
Resources ofNew Mexico. This comprehensive, mid-century evaluation
of the state's mineral industry ranked New Mexico seventh among all
the states in annual production of mineral resources, and first among
the states of the Rocky Mountain region. According to the report, the
southwestern state contributed 3.6 percent of the total domestic minerals produced in the United States. At the time ofthe publication, New
Mexico's mineral industry ranked first among the nation's producers of
uranium and potash, third in copper, and sixth in oil and natural gas.
The report estimated the value of mineral resources produced since 1861,
when commercial mining began, at $9.1 billion. Significantly, out of that
total all but $26.7 million was produced during the twentieth century. 1
While it is evident that most of New Mexico's mining productivity
occurre4 since 1900, interest in the mineral industry began several centuries earlier. During the Spanish colonial occupation, which officially
dates to the arrival in 1598 of Juan de Onate and hundreds of trail-weary
colonists, nuevo mexicanos mined salt deposits in the Estancia Valley.
Freighters carried their cargo to the silver mines in ParraI, Mexico, .
Arthur R. Gomez is a stafThistorian with the National Park Service,Southwest Region,
Santa Fe, New Mexico. He holds a Ph.D. in history from the University of New Mexico.
His major publications include a history of the Big Bend region of Texas, A Most Singular Country (1991) and a postwar urban-economic history, The Quest for the Golden
Circle: The Four Corners Region and the Metropolitan West, 1945-1970 (1994).
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A typical mining operation is depicted in ,this panoramic view of the Kelly Mine near
Socorro, New Mexico, ca, 1910. From 1903 to about 1930 zinc was the principal metal
produced in the famous Magdalena district. Nearly halfofthe zinc produced in New Mexico
(valued at about $16 million for those years) came from this district alone. Note the mine
workers housing in the foreground. Although these shacks satisfied only the most minimal
standards as living quarters, miners could own their house, but never claim the property
it sat on. Courtesy, Robert Eveleth, New Mexico Bureau of Mines & Mineral Resources
(NMBM&MR) Photo Collection, number 710.

where salt was used in the metallurgical process essential to the separation of silver bullion from. ore. More important to the extraction of minerai resources in the twentieth century, however, was the petition for
the Santa Rita del Cobre land grant in 1804. In that year; Francisco
Manuel Elguea contracted with the viceroy of Mexico to supply his government with copper for coinage. As a result of this nascent entrepreneurialundertaking, the Santa Rita deposits are today recognized as the
first known commercial copper mines in the continental United States.
By the mid-1800s, American speculators, who followed Elguea to New
Mexico in substantial numbers just prior to the U.S. Civil War, peppered the countryside in search of gold, silver, lead, coal, zinc, copper,
and-toward the close of the century-petroleum. 2
While the earliest foreign arrivals sustained an interest in copper
mining, more pressing was their desire to exploit precious metals. New
Mexico recorded one of the earliest gold rushes in the American West
when, beginning in the late 1820s, 3,000 miners worked placer deposits
in the Ortiz and San Pedro mountains near Santa Fe. By the end of the
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The discovery of rich zinc-carbonate ores at the Kelly Mine just west of Socorro, New
Mexico, early in the twentieth century led to a period of unprecedented prosperity. Few
towns in the Magdalena mining district, however. could boast the support of a twentyfive-piece band such as the one seen here. The gentleman seated in the first row on the far
right is band leader Leand;o Lucero. Courtesy Leandro Lucero, NMBM&MR Photo Collection, number 161.

Mexican-American War, mining camps were active throughout the Or- .
gan Mountains in the south as well as the Jicarilla Mountains in the
north of the newly acquired territory. Discoveries of substantial gold
deposits near Elizabethtown in Colfax County and silver at Magdalena
in Socorro County in the 1870s guaranteed New Mexico the distinction
as one of the most profitable mining regions in the American Southwest. The state's cumulative output of 2.25 million ounces of gold and
74.5 million ounces ofsiIver from 1848 to 1963 ranks New Mexico among
the nation's top ten producers of precious metals in the United States. 3
A more lasting contribution to mining development in the modern
West, however, has been New Mexico's role in the production of nonferrous metals such as copper and zinc. Since the initial opening of
Elguea's copper mines in 1804, the famous Santa Rita district near
present-day Silver City remained active nearly every year thereafter. The
Hanover mine near Fierro in Grant County began operation under American ownership two years before the outbreak of the Civil War. While
mining continued virtually uninterrupted until the final decades of the
nineteenth century. it was the arrival of the Chino Copper Com-
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Tramming crew at the Hanover Bessemer Iron & Copper Company, Fierro, New Mexico,
a major producer of copper, lead, zinc, and iron in New Mexico since the beginning of
World War 1. Victims of discrimination and recipients of lower paying unskilled jobs,
hundreds of local Mexican Americans nevertheless contributed measurably to the mining
industry throughout the state. Lack of safety equipment such as hard hats, goggles, and
gloves, apparent in this ca. 1925 photo, were one of the principal causes for the famous
"Salt of the Earth" walkout in the 1950s. Courtesy Robert Eveleth, NMBM&MR Photo
Collection, number 153.

pany to Grant County in 1909 that brought unprecedented prosperity to
New Mexico's copper mining industry. With the construction of its reduction mil1 at Hurley in 1912, the Chino Copper Company accounted
for more than 90 percent of all copper produced in the state until the
end of the Second World War. In addition to its fully integrated mining
operation, the introduction of innovative open-pit extraction techniques
served to maximize the company's conversion of low-grade ores to commercial1y marketable copper.
Without question, the economic/strategic imperatives of the First
and Second World Wars elevated New Mexico's copper industry to preeminence in the American West. The metal's high electrical conductivity, tensile strength, malleability, and resistance to corrosion combined
to make copper virtual1y indispensable to the global war effort. Its ability to alloy with tin to form bronze and zinc to form brass, moreover,
made the red metal a critical material in the production of planes, tanks,
warships, and munitions. During the economic hardships of the interwar years, the Kennecott Copper Corporation, the world's largest pro-
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Domingo Terrazas, seen here ca. 1948 driving "Old Blackie," the last of the tramming
mules, as he approaches the dump pocket on the 400-foot level of the Hanover number 8
copper mine, in Grant County, New Mexico. The average weight of the loaded ore car that
a mule would pull exceeded 1,500 pounds. Drivers used two mules-one in the morning
and one. in the afternoon-to work an eight to ten hour shift each day. While mules were
still in use after World War II, the widespread u·se of electric power (note wires above
"Old Blackie's" head) hastened the industry's conversion to electric tramming cars. Courtesy New Jersey Zinc Company, NMBM&MR Photo Collection, number 155.

ducer, absorbed the Chino Copper Company, taking advantage of unprecedented national demands for copper during and after World War
II.

This merger brought Chino into Kennecott's corporate fold, which
stretched from Utah to Nevada and Arizona to Chile, South America.
Because of this association, by 1963 copper accounted for approximately
seven percent of the total value of all mineral production in New Mexico,
exceeded only by petroleum, natural gas, and uranium. During its years
of activity, Grant County's mining industry has been responsible for
98.7 percent of all copper mined in the state and, despite signs of exhaustion, promises to produce at this same level for perhaps another
generation. As a result, the productivity of New Mexico~combined with
its southwestern neighbor, Arizona-has proven invaluable to the rise
of the postwar military-industrial complex as well as to the emergence
of a modern and dynamic electricai industry.4
While perhaps not as vital as copper to the economic well-being of
the state, the production of zinc in New Mexico deserves recognition.
Although the earliest recorded output ofthe metal occurred in the 1890s,

362

NEW MEXICO HISTORICAL REVIEW

OCTOBER 1994

Mine safety was the primary concern of all employees in the industry. Winners of the
"Safety Day" competition held in ca. 1922 the rescue team at Gallup-American Coal Company (Gamerco)-suppliers of coal needed to operate the Chino copper mine and milling
activities in Grant county, NM-pose fully equipped in front of the safety station prior to
heading underground for more training. In 1932, Kennecott brought both Gamerco and the
Chino Mining Company under its corporate umbrella. Courtesy John L. Kleiner,
NMBM&MR Photo Collection, number 696.

zinc mining evolved most dramatically in the twentieth century. Before
1900, miners often encountered the metal when mining gold, lead, and
silver, but they viewed zinc as a waste product with little or no commercial value. Not until the turn of the century, when its' usefulness in producing paint products, select types of rubber, and alloy metals such as
brass became known, did zinc stimulate a vibrant commercial market.
Since 1903 the Hanover mines of Grant County and the Kelly/Magdalena
mines of Socorro County have dominated the zinc industry in New
Mexico. Because of these mines, which yielded nearly a million tons
from 1903 to 1963, zinc emerged as a viable base metal in the southwestern economy. According to the 1965 congressional report, zinc
ranked fourth-behind iron, aluminum, and copper-'-among all metals
produced in the United States.~
Traditional uses of coal for household heating and as a fuel for the
mining and railroad industries made it a marketable commodityin New
Mexico by the end of the nineteenth century. Nationwide, coal mining
reigned as the second largest mineral industry, doubling each decade in
production from 1850 to about 1918. After World War I, public con-
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Built in 1939 to smelt ore from the famous Chino Mine near Santa Rita, NM, the Hurley
smelter had become part of the gigantic Kennecott Copper corporate structure when this
photo was taken in 1949. Kennecott produced more than ISO million pounds of copper
annually at the Hurley smelter. Note the fire-refining furnaces and the giant ladle. During
the 1970s, this smelter became the central focus of New Mexico's air pollution battles.
Courtesy Robert Eveleth, NMBM&MR Photo Collection, number 597.

sumption of coal declined. This was due in large measure because of
the gradual conversion of the railroad and mining industry to dieseland electric-powered machinery. After a brief resurgence during World
War II, coal mining in New Mexico vacillated with the dictates of global
petroleum economics. In the early 1950s, coal production reached its
nadir as consumers switched to cleaner burning, less expensive fuels
like fuel-oil and natural gas.
In response to the OPEC oil embargo of the early 1970s, however,
the coal industry in New Mexico was rejuvenated. The phenomenal postwar urban expansion of the American West, moreover, placed unprecedented demands on the public utilities companies for affordable electric power. For the past two decades, inexpensive, stripped-mined coal,
derived from seemingly inexhaustible quantities onthe Navajo Indian
Reservation near the New Mexico-Arizona border, has been the principal source of fuel for the development of huge electric power generating plants locate.d in the Four Corners region. Annually, Navajo Nation
strip mines supply 380,000 tons of coal to the 350-megawatt steamelectric generating plant located at Fruitland, New Mexico. 6
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Women were rarely, if ever, permitted in New Mexico's mines. Open house day at the
Dawson coal mine appears to be the exception here. The ladies have had their faces blackened with coal dust, however, to give the impression that they actually spent time in the
mine. Dawson with a population of about 4,000 people when this photo was taken in ca.
1925 was considered by many mine workers to be one ofthe most dangerous coal mines in
the West. Courtesy Fred and Florence Swopes, NMBM&.MR Photo Collection, number
216.

Perhaps no minerals associate New Mexico with postwar urban-economic growth in the West more than oil, natural gas, and uranium. Since
the discoveries of the Hogback Oil Pool in San Juan County and the
famous Artesia Pool of Eddy County in the early 1920s, New Mexico
has been one of the nation's leading oil-producing states. Virtually all
of the wells are located in eight ofNew Mexico's thirty-two counties,
four-San Juan, Rio Arriba, McKinley, and Sandoval-in the northwest,
and four-Roosevelt, Chaves, Eddy; and Lea-in the south. By 1962
the estimated value of the state's oil output was $3.8 billion.
Of greater interstate significance, however, is New Mexico's role in
the production of natural gas. The completion of the EI Paso Natural
Gas Company's transmission pipeline in 1955, and that of the Pacific
Northwest Pipeline Corporation two years later, enabled New Mexico
to supply California, Oregon, Washington, and Idaho with approximately
four trillion cubic feet of natural gas annually; enough fuel to supply
home owners on the Pacific coast with 100 million cubic feet per day
for the next twenty yearsF
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Carl Mash (left) watches William Rowley use a geiger counter to test uranium levels at
San Mateo mine, twenty miles north of Grants, New Mexico. Because of its strategic
value in the production of nuclear weapons, uranium was a highly valued find in New
Mexico. Before.World War II the main sources of uranium with radioactive content sufficient to produce nuclear weapons were Peru and the Belgian Congo. The discovery of
uraninite-a particulary high-grade, radioactive ore-in southeast Utah and the Ambrosia Lake area of New Mexico made the United States the leading producer of nuc.lear
material throughout the 1960s, when this photo was taken. Courtesy EI Paso Natural Gas
Company.

366

NEW MEXICO HISTORICAL REVIEW

OCTOBER 1994

The demand of the postwar metropol itan west for electric power resulted in the removal
of millions of tons of coal from the Navajo Reservation in northwest New Mexico. The
employment oflarge-scale, heavy equipment, such as this dragline working at the Navajo
strip mine near Farmington in 1978 produces long term damage to the desert landscape.
Courtesy Steve Frost, NMBM&MR Photo Collection, #1088.

Another important mineral for New Mexico is uranium. Before
World War II, uses for the radioactive metal and its by-products radium
and vanadium were limited to the paint, cosmetic, and steel-making industries. The scientific creation of nuclear weapons during the war; and
the expansion of the nation's Cold War arsenal, however, pushed uranium to the top of the nation's strategic minerals list. Until the discovery and development of carnotite-bearing ores in southern Utah and
north-central New Mexico during the early 1940s, American scientists
had no domestic source of the vital, radioactive material. Although uranium deposits in New Mexico had been evident since 1918, they were
little more than a geologic curiosity until the advent of the atomic bomb.
From 1942 to 1944 aJew thousand tons of ore were mined in Shiprock
mainly to extract vanadium, a by-product of uranium used as a hardening agent in steel manufacturing. When the strategic importance ofuranium was realized, however, even mill tailings were recycled for uranium
recovery.
In 1948 the newly created Atomic Energy Commission (AEC) stimulated the full-scale recovery of uranium by offering a $10,000 bonus for
all new discoveries and the promise to purchase all uranium-bearing
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Aerial view of the Molybdenum Corporation of America mine and crusher-concentrator
near Questa, New Mexico. A vital steel-hardening agent, molybdenum's applications in
the nuclear and aerospace industries resulted in increased demands for the metal during
the Cold War years. These demands, however, were not without consequence to northern
New Mexico's landscape as evidenced by the dramatic changes seen here in- this ca. 1960
photo. Courtesy John Schilling, NMBM&MR Photo Collection, number 85.
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ores mined. Deposits discovered in the early 1950s near Grants, and
enormous subsurface sandstone deposits at Ambrosia Lake (both in
McKinley County) served to make New Mexico a leading contributor
to the scientific development of nuclear armaments for the next two
decades. By 1960 New Mexico's production of carnotite ore reached its
peak at 3.8 million tons. The state's total output from 1953 to 1963 was
21.2 million tons valued at $374 million. In February 1957, the AEC
terminated its bonus program, and in 1962, announced a "stretch-out"
program for federal purchase of uranium ore until December 1970. Hereafter, the uranium industry in New Mexico dramatically declined, no
longer supported by generous federal contracts. s
As this brief survey suggests, New Mexico is rich in a multitude of
mineral resources. The 1965 congressional report is testimony to this
salient fact. Other important minerals not detailed in this summary are
potash, perlite, molybdenum, lead, pumice, and gypsum. This essay,
however, examines the most exceptional minerals of the southwestern
state. Clearly, copper, zinc, coal, oil, natural gas, and uranium have had
the greatest economic impact on the state, transforming New Mexico
into a leader in the western mining industry. Likewise, these minerals
played a crucial role in the rise of the United States to global preeminence in the twentieth century.
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